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Bayes:  Radical, Liberal, or Conservative?1 
As	a	 lifetime	member	of	 the	 International	Chinese	Statistical	Association,	 I	
am	pleased	to	introduce	a	volume	of	Bayesian	articles.	I	remember	that	 in	graduate	




as	 the	 first	 applied	Bayesian,	was	active	 in	politics	during	and	after	 the	French	
Revolution.
In	 the	 twentieth-century	Anglo-American	statistical	 tradition,	Bayesianism	has	
certainly	been	seen	as	 radical.	As	statisticians,	we	are	generally	 trained	 to	respect	
conservatism,	which	can	sometimes	be	defined	mathematically	(for	example,	nominal	
95%	intervals	that	contain	the	true	value	more	than	95%	of	the	time)	and	sometimes	
with	 reference	 to	 tradition	 (for	example,	deferring	 to	 least-squares	or	maximum-
likelihood	estimates).	Statisticians	are	 typically	worried	about	messing	with	data,	
which	perhaps	 is	one	 reason	 that	 the	Current	 Index	 to	Statistics	 lists	131	articles	
with	“conservative”	in	the	title	or	keywords	and	only	46	with	the	words	“liberal”	or	
“radical.”











Such	questions	 are	beyond	 the	 scope	of	 this	 essay,	but	 similar	 issues	 arise	
in	 statistics.	Consider	 the	choice	of	estimators	or	prior	distributions	 for	 logistic	
regression.	Table	1	gives	an	example	of	the	results	of	giving	specified	doses	of	a	toxin	











of	 the	standardized	predictor.	 	This	 is	a	generic	prior	distribution	 that	encodes	 the	
information	that	it	is	rare	to	see	changes	of	more	than	5	points	on	the	logit	scale	(which	






























corpus	of	datasets.	 	The	conclusion	may	be	 that	 the	Gaussian	distribution	 is	better	


























Statistics,	unlike	 (say)	physics,	 is	a	new	field,	and	 its	depths	are	close	 to	 the	
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